Abstract
lack of consensus in regard to the criteria of MHIs and the lack of psychometric measures 88 specifically adapted to elite athletes could be another explanation for the lack of quality 89 research on MHIs in elite athletes (Lebrun & Collins, 2017) . In the absence of specific data, 90 alleviating the inner turmoil, helping them to forget their problems (e.g., active and 142 resourceful everyday life), and gain some inner peace (Biringer et al., 2016) . Alexander et al. of MHIs in sport, and depression in particular, this study sought to explore the coping 160 strategies employed by athletes to deal with depression in order to support the development of 161 proactive and preventative interventions that may build on the elite athletes' established 162 psychological skillset. Therefore, the purpose of this study was to identify and examine the 163 coping strategies implemented by elite athletes suffering from depression in order to increase 164 our understanding of elite athletes' subjective experience of MHI(s). 
174
Participants were invited to participate via e-mail through a network of professional contacts.
175
Two individual sport athletes and two team sport athletes agreed to take part in the present 176 study. At the time of the interviews, two participants were still competing at an elite level 177 while two had just retired (see Figures 1-4) .
178

Procedure
179
Ethical approval was granted from the authors' Institutional Ethics Committee and 180 informed consent was obtained from each participant prior to interview. Since the main aim 181 of the present study was to generate an in-depth understanding of the coping strategies used 182 by each participant, interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) was chosen to examine 183 each narrative in detail. Using semi-structured interviews, data were collected in two phases.
184
In the first phase, a graphic time line reporting key events related to their mental health 185 problem(s) and career was drawn by each participant (see Figures 1-4) . This aided recall of retrospective recalls by using landmarks events (Drasch & Matthes, 2013 would you say are necessary, as an elite performer, to deal with mental health issues?).
195
Probes and prompts were used for the clarification and elaboration of relevant points raised by between the transcripts were of particular interest (Smith, 2011; Smith & Osborn, 2007) .
225
Each of the themes is presented in the results section using anonymised quotations 226 which emphasized the similarities and dissimilarities between the interviews as well 227 participants' subjectivity (Smith & Osborn, 2007) . In order to ensure confidentiality and 
Results
260
The main objective of the present study was to identify and examine the coping strategies she employed to address her emotional state. In addition to counselling and talking (e.g., to 322 her coach and sport psychologist), she also tried hypnotherapy, acupuncture, and meditation. think it can't be that easy but talking is, honestly, it's saved my life.
349
The importance of social support, and even just "having someone to talk to", was also that's the single biggest thing which lead me to feeling better. 414 strategies, Participant 3 was the only one who explicitly described how she was able to 416 transfer the skills she learned from her sport psychologist (e.g., goal setting, cognitive 417 strategies) for performance enhancing effects to handle her anxiety and depressive thoughts:
418
I think a lot of the skills from sport psychology are useful in other situations as well.
419
Just about if you can't control something then don't waste your energy worrying about we spent hours talking and crying and then we decided to go and see my GP.
478
In a similar fashion, Participant 4 described how it took him years to finally seek help. that he didn't have the information, or ability, required to make such a decision. 
Discussion
496
The purpose of this study was to identify and examine the coping strategies (e.g., help-seeking behaviours), emotion− (e.g., emotional eating, stress decrease strategies, 505 venting unpleasant emotions), appraisal− (e.g., cognitive restructuring, reappraisal strategies), 506 and avoidance (e.g., removing self from a stressful situation, physical activity, new hobbies, 507 postponing seeking from help) strategies used, alone or in combination, by athletes to cope 508 with depression. Furthermore, physical activity could be seen as a way to distract individuals from anxious 547 and/or depressive thoughts (Daley, 2008) . It was, however, interesting to note that physical 548 activity, training, and competing only were used by the participants for whom depression was of the coping strategies implemented was not assessed 'per se', it is worth considering that 625 participants reported "coping strategies" as only those actions they had in mind at the time of 626 the interview or the ones they believed that had a positive impact on their condition. As such,
627
it is important to consider the subjectivity of a person and the whole context surrounding 628 one's journey to recovery (Cornford et al., 2007) . Given that, the effectiveness of a coping 629 strategy (e.g., adaptive or non-adaptive) depends on the individual, on the context and on the 630 desired outcomes (Lazarus, 1993) , and recognising the retrospective nature of this Nevertheless, in regard to the small sample size, Smith and Osborn (2007) suggested that a 639 small sample of three participants is enough to realise an in-depth and detailed analysis of 640 each participant's data set while big samples may weaken the analysis due to the amount of 641 data generated. Moreover, generally speaking, IPA research is conducted on small samples as 642 this phenomenological approach aims to provide rich and detailed descriptive accounts of 643 how people perceive and make sense of their own lived experience (Smith, 2011) . In the 644 present paper, a small sample size was, therefore, chosen to achieve a rich phenomenological 645 data set. Although saturation is not an aim in IPA (Saunders et al., 2018), we considered that 646 saturation was met during the data analysis when no new codes occurred in the data. Future 647 research might consider interviewing more athletes to add to the current findings, examining 648 differences that may exist between type of the sport (e.g., individual versus team), gender, and 649 support structure (e.g., presence or not of a sport psychologist in the athlete's entourage).
650
Conclusion
651
The present study gives a broad picture of how four elite athletes coped with clinical 
